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The U.N. at 40: myth

WASHINGTON TIMES
17 September 1985

and reality

his year marks the 40th anni-
versary of the founding of
the United Nations. It
already has sparked dozens
of speeches by former and current
U.N. delegates, U.N. and government
officials, and private individuals.
Too many of the retrospectives
regrettably allow admirably high
hopes and idealism to substitute for’
facts and data. In truth, what the
record of the past 40 years shows is
that the U.N. in many respects has
lost its way. It has failed to fulfill the
major goals of its charter — to pro-
mote the peaceful settlement of
international disputes; enhance
human rights and fundamental free-
doms; cooperate in solving interna-
tional economic, social, cultural, and

humanitarian problems; and
develop “friendly relations among
nations.”

Despite — or perhaps because of
— these failings, U.N. boosters have
created a “mythology” about the
U.N. They try to insulate the organ-
ization from its constructive critics
and to shift the blame for its failings-
onto other organizations and
nations, particularly the United
States, which has been among its
strongest supporters. Among the
myths, here are the most wide-
spread — and most damaging to the
United Nations in the long run.

Myth No. 1: The U.N. is still in its
infancy.

At four decades old, the U.N. is no
child. It is indeed so old that only
four of the delegates to the 1945 San
Francisco conference are still alive.
The U.N. has existed 14 years longer

than the League of Nations had at its
demise and is older than NATO, the
Warsaw Pact, the Common Market,
the Organization of African Unity,
the Organization of American

States, and scores of other interna-

tional organizations.

s such, the UN. cannot be
Atreated as an “infant,” “child,’

or “embryo.” Its actions must
be judged as those of a fully mature
entity.

Myth No. 2: The U.N. should not
be taken too seriously, since it basi-
cally is ineffective and allows coun-
tries to “let off steam” harmlessly.

Far from being the world’s safety
valve, the UN. often fuels, rather
than reduces, international tensions.
“Pariah” nations, such as Israel and -

El Salvador, are chosen and made
the focus of hatred, making conflict
resolution in their regions even
more difficult. Instead of venting
steam one day and returning to
rational discussion the next, the sup-
posedly injured parties in any one of
several global disputes endlessly
vent steam, promoting conflict,
rather than conflict resolution.

Myth No.- 3: The U.N. bears no

responsibility for the statements or
actions of its individual members.

This is a silly argument. The fact
is that the UN., by its rules, tradi-
tions, and special culture, has
allowed and even encouraged
nations to behave at the U.N. in cer-
tain ways. This does not mean the
U.N.is responsible for what its mem-
bers say at the organization. Yet the
organization still must bear respon-
sibility for institutionally leading its
members in a certain direction.

Myth No. 4: The U.N’s humanitar-
ian, economic, social, and cultural
activities in themselves justify the
U.N’s existence.

It is widely recognized that a
number of multinational agencies
associated with the U.N. do provide
humanitarian assistance to needy
groups arond the world. The UN,,
however, scarcely can take credit for
the good works of these groups. For
one thing, some — such as the World
Health Organization — existed long
before the U.N.. For another, the suc-
cess of many U.N. humanitarian pro-
grams may well be the result of the
work of the many international and
national voluntary agencies which
run extensive aid and refugee pro-
grams throughout the developing
world, such as the French voluntary

agency, Medicins sans Frontieres;

Project HOPE; and scores of others.

Myth No. 5: The United States and
New York City, in particular, benefit
from the presence of U.N. headquar-
ters in Manhattan.

Although many data are cited to
support this myth, the most common
are provided by the Office of the
New York City Mayor, which claims
that the financial benefits of the U.N.
to New York City in 1980 were $692.2
million. The trouble with that figure
is that New York City got it directly
from_ the UN. Office of Financial
Sgrvxces. The UN, in other words,
cites an “official” New York City
estimate, which the city government
got from the UN.

Moreover, such estimates ignore
the hefty price the United States
pays for providing headquarters for
thg U.N. The hundreds of Soviet-bloc
spies who use the U.N. as cover and
as a'base of operations for espionage
against the United States cost the
United States an enormous amount
in terms of stolen technology and
increased defense outlays needed to
offset the added vulnerabilities of
U.S. weapons systems.

Myth No. 6: Though General
Assembly resolutions do not men-
tion or condemn the Soviet Union by
name, neither do they so mention or
condgmn the United States.

This myth is simply wrong. While
an unwritten but strictly observed
commandment of UN. behavior
ensures that the Soviet Union is
never rebuked by name ina U.N. res-
olution, the United States often is
singled out for attack.

The UN,, for instance, has yet to
condemn the Soviet Union by name
for its invasion of Afghanistan. Yet
in 1982 some 14 separate General
Assembly resolutions denounced
the United States by name; in 1983
that» number rose to 16. UN. Res-
olution 180D, for example, adopted
Dec. 19, 1983, by a vote of 101 to 18,
cpnd_emned the United States for
signing strategic agreements with

Israel. Yet it would be unthinkable
for the UN. to condemn the Soviet
bloc for arming Syria or for sending
5,000 to 6,000 military instructors to
that country.
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Myth No. 7: Since every country
plays the U.N. “Spy Game,” Moscow
should not be criticized for using the
U.N. for espionage. )
ence between FBI counterintelli-

gence operations in N

protect U.S. national interests
against_foreign espionage agents
and the hostile intelligence activi Tigence activi
and its Third World clients. The FBI
estimates that of the 295 Soviet
“diplomats” at the Soviet U.N. Mis-
sion and the 333 Soviet nationals
employed by the U.N. Secretariat, at

least 35 percent of them and their
families ar ies. Former UN.

Undersecretary-General Arkg' dy
Shevchenko, a defector to the United

States, claims the FBI estimate is too
low.

" Myth No. 8: The U.N. provides a
forum for multilateral disarmament
discussions and elaboration of
disarmament/arms-control conven-
tions.

The U.N. record provides little or
no support for this myth. Various
agreements to limit the dangers of
nuclear war have indeed been con-
cluded between the United States
and the United Kingdom on the one

side and the U.S.S.R. on the other. All
of them were negotiated outside the
framework of the U.N. General
Assembly.

The Soviet Union has prevented
many of the disarmament forums
within the UN., particularly the
General Assembly’s Committee on
Disarmament, from influencing
arms-control negotiations. The Sovi-
ets also have hindered the progress
of U.N. discussions on reductions in
chemical weapons stockpiles by
flatly refusing to permit verification
of any agreement.

Myth No. 9: The U.N. has helped
keep the peace.

Regrettably, the U.N. has been no
more effective than any other body
of nations in keeping world peace; it
-even seems that the U.N. has been
less effective than other organiza-
tions, such as the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization. Since the U.N’s
founding, at least 140 conflicts have
been fought around the world in
which up to 10 million have died.

As for peacekeeping, the United
Nations, on a few occasions, has
arranged and policed a cease-fire
between two or more contending
factions. But the UN. has demon-
strated tht it can contribute as
peacekeeper only in those situations
where both sides in a conflict are

wi.llin_g to resolve that conflict or are
willing to enter a limited
arrangement until agreement can
be made.

In the U.N's 40th year, it is time to
re-evaluate the organizaton’s effec-
tiveness and usefulness thoroughly.
The United States, which devotes
more than $1 billion a year to UN.
programs, owes it to its taxpayers to
scrutinize U.N. agencies, programs,

“ conferences, meetings, and publica-

tions.

The 99th Congress already has
begun this evaluation, a process that
must last beyond the end of this
year’s 40th anniversary celebration.
Such evaluation must cut through
the myths surrounding the U.N.
Indeed, these myths do not serve the
true interests of the organization.
Nor do they serve the hundreds of
millions of the globe's neediest citi-
zens, who have looked to the U.N. in

vain for help during the past four
decades.

Roger A. Brooks is Roe Fellow in
United Nations studies at the Heri-
tage Foundation in Washington, and
author of The United Nations at 40:

Myth and Reality, Sfrom which this is
excerpted.
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